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Bringing Violence into 
the Open
Are you aware of hiding tactics?







silence & noise; violence & discrimination
Ko wai au?
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The true picture of family violence in NZ
Links to references are available at areyouok.org.nz/family-violence/statistics
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Reporting of maltreatment:
NZFV  Clearinghouse Data summaries (2017) Snapshot
Family violence
 In 2016, there were 118,910 family violence investigations by NZ Police  
Data Scientist, National Performance & Insights Centre, New Zealand Police. (2017, May). 
 Responding to family violence accounts for 41% of a frontline Police 
Officer’s time SCOOP Independent News. (2015, August). Q+A: Justice Minister Amy Adams on domestic violence law. 
 In 2016, 5,461 applications were made for protection orders:
 5,072 (89%) were made by women and 550 (10%) by men
 4,940 (89%) of respondents were men and 560 (10%) women                        
Senior Analyst, Ministry of Justice. (2017, May). [Family Court Data: Personal Communication].
 In 2016, there were 6,377 recorded male assaults female victimisations 
and 4,852 proceedings against offenders for breaching a protection 
order Data Scientist, National Performance and Insights Centre, NZ Police. (2017, May). [NZ Police Proceedings Data: Personal Communication]
 In 2016/17, Women’s Refuges affiliated to the National Collective of 
Independent Women’s Refuges received 140 crisis calls a day, about 
50 645 crisis calls. 
 36, 808 Women and children were referred to Women’s Refuge for support 
in the June 2016 – June 2017 12 month period 
https://womensrefuge.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Annual-Report-2016-2017.pdf
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6Data summaries 2017: Snapshot (cont)
Intimate partner violence
 1 in 3 (35%) ever-partnered 
NZ women report having 
experienced physical 
and/or sexual IPV in their 
lifetime. 
 55% when psychological 
/emotional abuse is 
included (Fanslow & Robinson, 2011)
 Between 2009 - 2015, there 
was 92 IPV deaths. 
 In 98% of death events 
where there was a 
recorded history of abuse, 
women were the primary 
victim, abused by their 
male partner                   
(Family Violence Death Review Committee, 2017)
Adult sexual assault
 In 2014, 24% of NZ women 
and 6% of men reported 
having experienced sexual 
assault in their lifetime (MoJ, 2015)
 17% of NZ women report 
having experienced sexual 
violence by an intimate 
partner in their lifetime; 2% 
in the last 12 months       
(Fanslow & Robinson, 2011)
 In 2016, there were 2,708 
reported sexual offences 
against an adult over 16 
years (NZ Police, 2017)
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Data summaries 2017: Snapshot (cont)
Children and young people
 In 2015/16, Oranga Tamariki received 142,249 Care and 
Protection notifications. 44,689 were deemed to require further 
action, leading to 16,394 findings of abuse or neglect (Child, Youth and 
Family, 2016)
 In 2015, NZ Police recorded 10 homicides of children and 
young people under 20 by a family member. 63 children aged 
16 years or under were hospitalised for an assault perpetrated 
by a family member (Ministry of Health, 2017)
 Between 1 in 3 and 1 in 5 NZ women and 1 in 10 men report 
having experienced child sexual abuse. (van Roode, Dickson, Herbison, & Paul, 2009; 
Fanslow, Robinson,  Crengle, & Perese, 2007). 
 20% of female and 9% of male secondary school students report 
having experienced unwanted sexual contact in the last 12 
months (Clark et al., 2013)
Multiple forms of Harm
Family Violence Death Review Committee (2016, p.102) 
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10Male violence against women in Aotearoa
 Research indicates that men are predominantly the 
aggressors and that male violence is more likely to be 
frequent and severe.  
 Men are also more likely to use violence to coercively 





 In NZ the fathers, stepfathers or male partners are the 
perpetrators of the more severe forms of child maltreatment
Herbert, & Mackenzie, (2014)
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Absence of Shared Understanding
Common myths….?
IPV is about power & control, ownership & 
entitlement               (Herbert and MacKenzie, 2014, p.12)
 Results in Unsafe Beliefs and Unsafe 
Responses  
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The Press / Media
 How is violence reported on?
Nobody wants to know. No, 
who wants to know? You 
say your father had sex with 
you before you were two, 
people just sort of go, “Oh, 
yeah.”
Peoples Report (2014, p.28) 
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Hiding Tactics  (Romito 2008)
 Euphemising = mild or vague expression to substitute for one thought to be too 
harsh 
 i.e. ‘passed away’ instead of ‘died’ or ‘marital disputes’ instead of ‘male violence against 
female’
 Dehumanising = depriving victims of their humanity.  Depicting others as similar to 
you creates empathy. As a society we often talk less about the victim than the 
perpetrator. Women defined by their anatomical parts or as animals.
 i.e. inferred cultural devaluation (lazy, stupid, inferior, morally deficient), calling women 
animal names (cat, kittens, hens, cows, pigs, bitches) or names of anatomical parts (legs, 
tits), pornography (objectified for entertainment)
 Blaming = victims held responsible for conditions of poverty, disease, abuse, rape. 
Provocation equals mitigating circumstances. Or victims blaming themselves or 
blaming mothers.
 i.e. ‘she wanted it’ , she was raped ‘because she dressed like that…accepted a 
drink…went out with him’, ‘she provoked the beating’ ‘she was untidy and refuses sex’, ‘the 
child was provocative and cunning’, mother failed to protect. she died but ‘it was her 
choice to go back to him’ Joint feelings of shame  (i.e. confusion – I shouldn’t have gone 
out with him),
 Psychologising = psychological theories used to blame victims, those suffering 
violence need psych help. 
 i.e. battered women's syndrome/learned helplessness, labeled mentally instable and in 
need of Mental Health Support.
 Naturalising = A natural biological phenomenon, an evolutionary strategy.
 i.e. man commit rape because their sexual instincts are raging, uncontrollable and easily 
unleashed by seeing a beautiful girl.
 Separating = Presenting forms of violence as distinct from each other with different 
names, prevents us from seeing continuity.  Compartmentalising.
 i.e. violence against children presented as distinct from violence against wives, murders 
separated from abuse, date rape, child rape , war rape etc. or shifting the abuser to a 
position of difference (teachers, priests, ministers)
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15Euphemising: The politics of language
 Euphemism – “mild or vague expression substitute for one thought 
to be too harsh or directed, e.g. passed away for die”
(NZ Oxford Dictionary 2005)
 Language is a powerful tool – it may obscure or, illuminate or 
redefine our perception of reality.
 “Linguistic avoidance is a technique, deliberate or unconscious, 
thanks to which the perpetrators of violence against women and 
children – men – disappear from discourses and texts on male 
violence”(Romito, 2008, p. 45)….in documents, science or press           
 Euphemising is a parallel technique…..
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Let us consider what these 
words/phrases mean:
 Female circumcision
 Marital disputes or conflicts
 Domestic violence
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Euphemising
Phillips and Hunderson (cited in Romito, 2008) analysed a sample of 
articles about male violence in journals.
 Out of a total of 165 summaries and 11 articles, the expression 
‘male violence’ appeared only 8 times, whereas words, such as 
rape, abuse, violence and domestic violence – used 1,044 times.
 Gender of victim (female, woman) and relevant code words 
(wife, victim) were also used 1,179 times – the term man or male 
and corresponding terms (abuser, perpetrator) – 327 times.
The context of violence disappears when:
 Women are beaten, hit by a fist, a bottle, or a chair…but by whom?
 Medical jargon can refer to women patient as an eye, spleen, jaw, 
liver…. 
Terms that contribute to invisibility of male violence in health staff eyes
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Dehumanizing  
“Dehumanising victims is an essential part of being
able to commit acts of cruelty without remorse.” 
Depriving victims of their humanity  can create indifference to their 
suffering
 Evil acts are more liable to happen if there is cultural devaluation of 
the other who are seen as lazy, stupid, inferior and morally deficient
 Women are often called the names of animals: cats, kittens, 
bunnies, fawns, gazelles, geese, hens, snakes, monkeys, cows, 
bitches, pigs, sows & piglets
 Or names of anatomical parts: legs, tits.
 Dehumanising women is a systematic practice in pornography –
presented as entertainment, presented as sex objects or consumer 
goods, as dirty, as inferior, subservient, inferior…
 Easier to degrade and/or torture because not considered human
(Romito 2008 p. 47-49)
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19 Dehumanizing
 Humiliation of women companions by calling them names
 Women are raped or tortured in front of others
 Removal of individuality
 Media report murders of women killed by ex-partners after 
separation – talk less about the victim than their killers.
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Blaming the victims
Blaming the victims as being responsible for their conditions of 
poverty, of rape
 “It is the abused woman who provokes the beating: she 
argues, disobeys, cooks badly, is untidy and refuses sex.” She is 
responsible for her own death ‘because she went back to him’
 She was raped ‘because she dressed like that… accepted a 
coffee…went out with him’         (Romito 2008, p.52)
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21 Blaming the victims
Blaming and punishing victims of rape
Blaming and punishing battered wives
Blaming mothers
 “When in doubt, blame mothers” (Morgan, 1992, p.201) –
mothers are considered responsible for everything that 
happens to their children….by extension….responsible for the 
evils of the world….
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22 Blaming
Incestuous mother – Romito suggests that it has been too difficult to 
face the prevalence of incestuous fathers, so alternative explanations 
were found…
 Mothers were seen to be complicit in incest because they were 
cold, frigid, rejecting wives to their husbands
 Research  - risk factors for incest are domestic violence by the 
father against the mother, the absence of a maternal figure due 
to death or illness of biological mother, and children living with 
father alone
 When mothers become aware of incest – majority believe & try 
and support their children
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23Psychologising
 Psychological theories interprets a problem in the individual and in 
a psychological way rather than political, economic or social terms
 Psychologising is a tactic for supporting the status quo and dominant power 
relationships
Therapy – change self – need to change systems and society
 Romito (2008 p. 78) warns of psychological theories and their limits 
and the tendency for women to be routinely offered a meeting 
with psychologists or psychiatrists
Women given labels that may detract from the real 
issue of male violence
 ‘battered women syndrome’ ,  ‘post traumatic stress disorder’ 
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24Naturalising – a tactic to legitimize violence
 “Men commit rape because their sexual 
instincts are raging, uncontrollable and easily 
unleased by seeing a beautiful girl or 
provocative clothing.”   
 Romito (2008, p.80) argues against the theory 
that rape is natural behaviour, ‘a natural, 
biological phenomenon’ 
 there is no scientific proof to support the 
argument that rape is an adaptive evolutionary 
strategy             (Thornhill and Palmer, 2000) 
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Separating
 Separating = Presenting forms of violence as distinct from each 
other with different names…prevents us seeing continuity and 
are perpetrated by the same type of people
 E.g. violence against children presented as distinct from violence 
against wives
 Murders are presented as separate, something different from 
abuse
 Rape is presented by various types: Rape by people who are 
known or unknown: Date rape, rape by priests, child rape, 
ethnic rape
 “Compartmentalisation (separating) hides the dreadful 
evidence that any one of us may be raped by one or several 
men in the course of our lives.” (Romito 2008, p. 85)
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Separating
Prostitution is also compartmentalised and separated:
 ‘free’ prostitution; ‘forced’ prostitution; prostitution involving 
adults; prostitution involving children; child prostitution separated 
from interfamilial sexual abuse
 Paedophile is separated from organizer of child pornography or 
‘normal men’
 Romito talks of overlaps of groups e.g. incestuous fathers often 
abuse other children apart from their daughters, use or produce 
pornographic material and are members of networks for the 
sexual exchange of children (Abel et al, 1988; Eldridge, 2000).
 Sexual violence against children carried out first and foremost by 
‘normal men’
(Romitio, 2009)
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Separating
 Also misleading is emphasis on sexual abuse – which instead 
usually occurs together with physical and psychological abuse.
 Separating social & professional discrimination against women & 
violence against them e.g. work place, at university, actions to 
disrupt feminist conferences, past difficulties with feminist 
publications
 Historically and current oppressive practices e.g. Witch hunting in 
Europe; Suttee (suicide, often forced, of widows) in India; Foot 
binding in China; Genital mutilation in Africa; (Daly 1978, French 
1992)
 Crucial aspects are the uncontrolled power that is legitimised
and on the other hand – unquestioned obedience which 
inevitably precedes abuse and violence.
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28 Hiding strategies (Romito 2008)
 Legitimising = Visible but legitimate, patriarchal family, 
trivialising.  Making it hard to report violence.
 i.e. Crimes of honour, father’s rights, ‘if a women’s beaten 
she must have deserved it’…. ‘war is a necessary evil and 
women are the spoils of war’ , ‘it’s not rape we are in a 
sexual relationship’,   sexual tourism
 Denying = Obscuring reality. Denying and or distorting an 
event makes it difficult for victims to escape or protect 
themselves.  Not seeing the violence.
 Sexual violence against children, false memory syndrome, 
paedophile discourse, joint custody, victims denying 
violence
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29 Legitimising and / or Denying violence
Legitimising violence – not hidden in any way, visible but 
legitimate
 The traditional family, that is the patriarchal family – is ideally a 
place for affection, safety, protection 
 The reality is the opposite: for women and children the family and 
the home are dangerous places – great risk of suffering violence, 
ending in death.
Direct forms  of denial consist of simply not seeing the violence 
and its consequences.
Attributing another meaning to what has happened: something 
has happened but it is not seen as violence.
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Legitimizing: Crimes of honour & other 
violence
 When the honour of a man or the whole family lies in 
the behaviour of the women – if honour has been 
sullied – in the some countries legitimate way to 
wash away shame: kill them.
 Crimes of honour are recognised by law of the 
majority of countries in the Middle East, India, 
Pakistan & Afghanistan.
Trivialising
 Trivialising violence by husbands against wives and 
the idea this may be a right is still expressed by 
many:
 ‘if a women’s beaten, she must have deserved it’…
 Not easy for a women to report her partner faced with this attitude, 
the shame, hope for change, pressure by relatives, threats of more 
violence….
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31 Reason for failure to report
 Lack of knowledge
 Uncertainty of what to do 
 Sharing social prejudice regarding the victims of abuse
 Patriarchal values
 Fear of retaliation by the abusers
 Child protection agencies overworked and 
understaffed in various countries, staff turnover high, 
hard work in front line – people leave soon after 
qualified   (Romito p. 139). 
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32 Combating violence
 To combat violence it has to be revealed
 There is a risk in doing so
 Keeping various types of violence separate obscures 
the conclusion that men are responsible
 Consider possibility of forming alliances with men who 
are not responsible for violence
 Reporting male violence can present a disheartening 
situation and many prefer to close their eyes and 
avoid confronting it 
 …but we see those who suffer…not those causing the 
problem
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“Even when male violence is associated with a serious 
psychological disorder of the aggressor, for it to be 
committed, it is often necessary for society to legitimize or 
tolerate the violence, with little care for the fate of the 
potential victim”
(Romito 2008 p. 26)
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34 Take care of our children
Take care of what they hear
Take care of what they see
Take care of what they feel
For how the children grow
So will be the shape of Aotearoa
Dame Whina Cooper
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36Legitimising:  Fathers killing their children
 There are cases of fathers killing their children after separation 
or divorce (Pennington and Woods, 1990; Dufresne, 1998; 
Saunders, 2004).
Meeting to exchange children
 Longitudinal study in Britain of 53 women separated from violent 
husbands.  50 of them were attacked repeatedly when they 
met their ex-partners to ‘exchange’ the children
 Half the children suffered physical or sexual abuse by the father 
during visits.  
 When women claimed protection they were labelled ‘ 
egotistical, uncooperative and hostile, running the risk of losing 
custody of their children (Radford et al, 1997). 
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What can happen to social workers & 
other professionals
 Find themselves sharing fate of mothers
 Given enormous responsibility, deprived of means and 
often authority
 Easy to criticise
 Criticised if they do act or do not act
 Discredited and demonised by the media
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Victims deny violence
 “Denying or distorting the meaning of what has 
happened precludes the possibility of victims escaping 
from the situation and protecting themselves…
 It makes it impossible to identify the person who is to 
blame…
 It frustrates attempts to prevent future crimes”
What happens to children sexually abused by adults?
 Keeping the victim, (the dominated) – in a state of confusion 
– represents a winning strategy for the torturer – (the 
dominator)
 Confusion is increased by biological immaturity
 By social subordination
 Confusion is increased by physical pain and fear because of 
acts they must keep secret
 Feelings of joint responsibility and shame is induced
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39 Denying violence
 Denial shows few advantages in terms of alleviation of 
suffering for the individual
 Denial at a social level end up obscuring the reality of 
domination and makes change more difficult
 Denial of victimhood and replacement of it with the word 
‘survivor’ by feminists – does not, according to Romito 
mean that women & children are no longer ‘victims’.
 Women and children underestimate discrimination they 
are subject to
 Steve Biko maintained: “the most powerful weapon in the 
hands of the oppressor was the minds of the oppressed.”
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Sexual harassment at work:
 Victims denies, minimises, pretends nothing serious has 
happened
 She bears up and stands firm, trying to ignore it
 Distances herself from the situation psychologically
 Blames herself for the behaviour of the abuser
 Only 5-10% take action (e.g. notify supervisor)
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Abusive partners
O’Leary (1993) proposes a continuum of aggressive behaviours' 
towards a spouse:
 Verbally aggressive behaviours’ 
(insults, yelling, name-calling)
 Physically aggressive behaviours’ 
(pushing, slapping, shoving)
 Severely physically aggressive behaviours’  
(beating, punching, hitting with object)
 Murder of the partner
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42 Continuum of progressive behaviours in abusive relationships
Need to control
 Misuse of power
 Jealousy
 Marital discord 
 Accept violence as a means of control
 Modeling of physical aggression
 Abused as a child
 Aggressive personality styles
 Alcohol abuse
 Personality disorders
 Emotional lability [unstable]
 Poor self-esteem”
(O’Leary, K.  1993)
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What happens when women are abused?
 Women become confused by the paradoxical demands of 
being sexy and respectable
 By being good company but not of easy virtue, active, 
determined, feminine
 Being desired and despised both together
Women faced with unequal division of 
domestic work
“Its my fault”
 “I’m too demanding”
 “I didn’t encourage him”
 “He’s tired, he needs to relax”
 “He’s no patience with the child, he doesn’t see the dirt”
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44 Legitimising violence in the family
 Institutions on many occasions support the claims of violent 
men to exercise their patriarchal rights – even if this means 
putting at risk the well-being, health and sometimes even the 
life of women and children.
Legitimising violence outside family: 
prostitution
 “Prostitution is buying the right to rape”  
(Evelina Giobbe, 1990, p.67)  
 There is a continuity between sexual abuse against children 
and prostitution.
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Incestuous sexual abuse
 Human Rights Commission of United Nations – reported in 2004 that a 
detailed examination of divorce revealed pattern of domestic violence 
against mother….sexual abuse against a child….   “seen as one of the 
reasons, if not principle reason, for the divorce.” (Petit, 2004 p.14).
 Magistrates – “still deny the existence and scale of this phenomenon” 
(Petit, 2004 p. 20)
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46Neutralising - The pedophile discourse
 Some define themselves as paedophiles – claiming the right to have sexual 
relations with children – more precisely claiming the right for children to have 
sexual relations with adult men – presenting themselves as an oppressed sexual 
minority (Jeffreys, 1990).
Campaigns on rights of Paedophiles –
 Reaction to feminist  campaigns 
 Various organizations (PIE, NAMBLA) lobbying for change, to “publicise the idea 
that sex between adults and children is a positive act…therefore necessary to 
lower or abolish completely the age of consent” (to 4 years old - de Young, 
1988;  Jeffreys, 1990).
Neutralising & denying  techniques of 
Paedophile organizations
 Mary de Young (1988) in Romito (p.141) identified their 
techniques as: Denying harm: Denying the victim; 
Condemning the condemners; Appealing to higher purposes
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1. Denying the harm
 Children & adolescents want & value sex with adult men, beneficial
2. Denying the Victim
 Believe children are ‘sexy from birth’ – conscious partners in a sexual 
relationship with an adult; Seducers from a tender age
3. Condemning the Condemners
 Discrediting the protectors of children
4. Appealing to higher purposes
 Paedophile association writings attempt to claim high 
aims to liberate children, gays, lesbians, women in 
general from a sexophobic and repressive society.
 Intrafamilial sexual abuse is systematically denied.
 Defence of the patriarchal family from meddling by the 
state in the form of social services & professionals such as 
doctors, psychologists and magistrates.
